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THE HOLY ROMAN EMPIRE^

Weakness
and stag-
nation of
Germany.

nevertheless a strong party among the princes always at
ler beck. The Rhenish and Bavarian electors were her
avourite tools. The 'reunions' begun in A.D. 1680, a
pleasant euphemism for robbery in time of peace, added
Strasburg and other places in Alsace, Lorraine, and
Franche Comte to the monarchy of Lewis, and brought
lim nearer the heart of the Empire; his ambition and
cruelty were witnessed to by repeated wars, and by the
devastation of the Rhine countries; the ultimate though
short-lived triumph of his policy was attained when
Marshal Belleisle dictated the election of Charles VII in
A.D. 1742. In the Turkish wars, when the princes left
Vienna to be saved by the Polish Sobieski, the Empire's
weakness appeared in a still more pitiable light., There
was, indeed, a complete loss of hope and interest in the
old system. The princes had been so long accustomed
to consider themselves the natural foes of a central govern-
ment, that a request made by it was sure to be dis-
regarded ; they aped in their petty courts the pomp and
etiquette of Vienna or Paris, grumbling that they should
be required to garrison the great frontier fortresses which
alone protected them from an encroaching neighbour.
The Free Cities had never recovered the famines and
sieges of the Thirty Years' War: Hanseatic greatness
had waned, and the southern towns had sunk into languid
oligarchies. All the vigour of the people in a somewhat
stagnant age either found its sphere in rising states like
the Prussia of Frederick the Great, or turned away from
politics altogether into other channels. The Diet had
become contemptible from the slowness with which it
moved, and its tedious squabbles on matters the most
frivolous. Many sittings were consumed in the discussion
of a question regarding the time of keeping Easter, more